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As a layperson, standing before so many great pastors and preachers under this great tent, I am reminded of a story told to me by Steve Camp, Conference Minister in the Southeast Conference. 

He told me the story of a young preacher interviewing before a search committee. The chairperson asked, “Son, do you know the bible?” The preacher replied, “Yes sir, I really know the bible.”

The chairperson asked, “What part of the bible do you know best?” He replied, “I know the New Testament best.” The chairperson asked him to tell the committee something about the New Testament. In fact the chairperson said, suddenly quite inspired, “Why don’t you tell us the story about the Prodigal Son?”

“All right,” the preacher said, and he began by saying, “There was a man of the Pharisees named Nicodemus who went to Jericho by night. And he fell upon stony ground and the thorns choked him half to death.”

Very convincingly, he continued by saying, “The next morning Solomon and his wife Gomorrah came by and they took him down to the ark so that Moses could care for him. But as he was going through the eastern gate toward the ark, his hair was tangled in a limb and he hung there for forty days and forty nights. Afterward, he was hungry and the ravens came and fed him. The next day three wise men came and carried him down to the boat dock where he caught a ship to Nineveh. When he got there he saw King Ahab and Jezebel sitting on the wall.”

“And Nicodemus said, ‘Throw them down off the wall.’ And the rich Wise Men said, "How many times shall we throw them down?" Seven times seven?” And Nicodemus replied, ‘Nay, but seventy times seven.’ 

And they threw them down 490 times. They burst asunder in their midst, and they picked up 12 baskets of fragments.’ 

“My question,” the young preacher asked, “is to whom will they be married in the resurrection?”

The chairperson sat back in his chair for an extended moment and then said to the other committee member, “Friends, I think we ought to call him. He’s awfully young, but he really knows his Bible.”

I have shared this somewhat humorous story with congregations and conferences across the country. As we laugh, we are also reminded of the ways churches have historically used scripture to oppress.

It is with this story, and hopefully with a little license from you, that we proceed to reflect upon an Old Testament Passage. Now hear these words from (Exodus 3:1-15 NRSV) Moses was keeping the flock of his father-in-law Jethro, the priest of Midian; he led his flock beyond the wilderness, and came to Horeb, the mountain of God. 

There the angel of the LORD appeared to him in a flame of fire out of a bush; he looked, and the bush was blazing; yet it was not consumed. 

Then Moses said, "I must turn aside and look at this great sight, and see why the bush is not burned up." 

When the LORD saw that he had turned aside to see, God called to him out of the bush, "Moses, Moses!" And he said, "Here I am." 

Then God said, "Come no closer! Remove the sandals from your feet, for the place on which you are standing is holy ground." 

He said further, "I am the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob." And Moses hid his face, for he was afraid to look at God. 

Then the LORD said, "I have observed the misery of my people who are in Egypt; I have heard their cry on account of their taskmasters. Indeed, I know their sufferings, 

and I have come down to deliver them from the Egyptians, and to bring them up out of that land to a good and broad land, a land flowing with milk and honey.

The cry of the Israelites has now come to me.

So come, I will send you to Pharaoh to bring my people, the Israelites, out of Egypt." 

But Moses said to God, "Who am I that I should go to Pharaoh, and bring the Israelites out of Egypt?" 

God answered, "I will be with you; and this shall be the sign for you that it is I who sent you: when you have brought the people out of Egypt, you shall worship God on this mountain." 

But Moses said to God, "If I come to the Israelites and say to them, 'The God of your ancestors has sent me to you,' and they ask me, 'By what name shall I call this God?' What shall I say to them?" 

God said to Moses, "I AM WHO I AM." He said further, "Thus you shall say to the Israelites, 'I AM has sent me to you.'" 

God also said to Moses, "Thus you shall say to the Israelites, 'The LORD, the God of your ancestors, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob, has sent me to you': This is my name forever, and this my title for all generations.
This morning, I invite you to reflect with me about the scripture readings for this morning and the topic, “Standing on Holy Ground.”

Let us pray.

Gracious and most holy God, take our eyes that we may see what you would have us to see. Take our ears that we may hear the voice of the still-speaking God. Take our mouths and teach them to speak words of liberation and hope. Take our hearts and set them on fire for you.

In the name of the Christ we pray. Amen.

As I entered this tent space yesterday, my first reaction was, “Wow.”

Standing in this huge tent reminds me of camp meetings in the church of my childhood, The Church of God (Anderson, Indiana.) This perception may have been enhanced by stories that the Rev. Carol Barriger shared with me as we rode here together. Carol was kind enough to pick me up from the airport. The closer we got to Asilomar, the more excited she became. As we pulled into the campground and she spoke with increased animation and passion about this holy ground, this space called Asilomar. She explained that the phrase “see you at Asilomar” is filled with meaning that goes beyond, “see you at the annual meeting.”

As I entered the tent, accompanied by Deborah Streeter, I saw people greeting old friends and living out the experience that Carol described. Moving forward I saw the huge blow-ups of these wonderful black and white photos of camp meetings from some time past. I moved closer, looked and said to Deborah, “The people in these photographs look like the Church of God people at camp meetings I remember from childhood.”

Just then, Skip Grizzell, who organized this wonderful photo display, joined us. I asked him, “Who are these people?” Imagine my surprise when he said that these were photos of Church of God people from camp meetings in Kansas.

Friends, God is still speaking and this is indeed holy ground.

As Skip and I remembered a favorite old hymn and people we both knew from camp meetings in the Church of God, it became clear that we were both refugees from a people we loved. Most important we I think we both sensed that we were standing on holy ground – on the place where God still speaks. Suddenly the name of Skip’s church took on new meaning for me, “City of Refuge.”

In this morning's Old Testament texts God invites Moses to “take off his shoes” and feel the ground beneath him and between his toes that God has made holy by God’s mere presence.

Then God gets down to business. God wants to be certain that Moses is clear about “the brand”. When Moses asks God about “God’s identity”, God informs Moses that “the God” identity is wrapped up in his “I AM – ness” – I am what I am, I am what I have been, I am what I will be. I AM!

David Schoen, Minister and Team Leader for Evangelism at the national offices told me that he looked up this passage in a Jewish commentary he given to him by Jewish colleagues at a temple near his last parish. In it, the commentary interprets this God’s I AM statement to mean, “I will be what the future demands.”

Our churches in the United Church of Christ are places that have become holy ground. They have become places of encounter or encuentro for many who had given up on church, on God, and many on life itself. It is a place where people who have often been alienated by institutional religion are building an exciting and evolving relationship with a God who will be what the future demands, with a God who is still speaking.

John Robinson, pastor of the Pilgrims who were but one of the founding streams of this denomination understood this as he said, “Do not cling to where Calvin and Luther left us; there is more light and truth to break forth from God’s Holy word.”

Successive generations from the German Reformed and Evangelicals to Volga German communities to Samoan and other Pacific Island communities, to Asian communities to freed slaves who saw through the hypocrisy of the teachers who enslaved them to say, “Over my head, I hear music in the air. There must be a God somewhere.” To neo-Pentecostals and Church of God refugees, to staid church people who are experiencing a revival as they witness their old truth made new in lives of others, “there is more light and truth to break forth,” God is still speaking.

It was in 1986 that I first encountered the United Church of Christ. I was church shopping. My first stop was the church nearest my apartment, the pristine Plymouth Congregational Church of Shaker Heights. I leafed through the Pilgrim Hymnal for familiar hymns. Inside the back cover was a small 4 in. by 3 in. statement that read something like this: We hold these as the only requirement for membership:

“This is the first and greatest commandment. You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul and with all your might. And the second commandment is like it, you shall love your neighbor as yourself.”

That day, I closed the hymnbook and said, “I’m home.” 

Plymouth welcomed me just as I was. That church and those people became family to me. They proved to me that they would walk with me as I tried to keep those commandments.

It was there that I began my journey toward truly believing, "that I belong body and soul, not to myself, but to my faithful Savior Jesus Christ" – as a gay man.

One of the first sermons I heard in that church was on a Sunday when an infant was baptized. The Rev. Bob Clarke, one of the retired clergy in the congregation preached. His sermon topic was, “Baptized into what?” He opened my eyes to a new sense of what baptism could be. We included this perspective into the top ten reasons to check out the UCC as found in the UCC’s new marketing website, www.stillspeaking.com. 

“When we baptize you into our community, we promise that we will never take it back – no matter what you discover about yourself or what others discover about you along life’s journey. We believe that baptism places each of us into the “body of Christ” and lasts forever. Some are baptized as infants, others as adults. Some are sprinkled.  Others are immersed. Some reclaim their baptism from a previous church life.  For each of us, however, baptism is big enough, strong enough and cleansing enough to last forever. We believe that everyone – old, young, straight, lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgendered, physically or emotionally challenged, rich or poor, sure or unsure, lost or found, Democrat or Republican has a place in the body of Christ. Baptism is like a badge that says, “You are a full member of the church and no one can take that away from you.”

I heard Marcus Borg, noted author of Meeting Jesus Again for the First Time, say in a sermon at Coral Gables United Church of Christ that replacing the word commandment with the word relationship in the “first and greatest relationship” passage would make it closer to the language of its original hearers. It would render this passage to say, “This is the first and greatest relationship. You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and all your soul and all your mind. The second great relationship is like it. You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”

Borg continued, "You can keep the commandments and still be a jerk. But, you cannot be in relationship with the Divine One without being transformed.”

It is out of that relationship with a God who will be what the future demands that our forebears took many risks that changed the course of human history.

The United Church of Christ is launching a bold new campaign to lift up this unique characteristic. People do not know who we are in the United Church of Christ. Together we can change that. There are t-shirts and banners, pens and decals, caps and shirts that all help our UCC congregations across all spectrums around the country proclaim this message in an updated way. Its message comes from Gracie Allen, a modern day and hidden theologian, from the school of life.

Gracie was part of the famous husband and wife team of radio and early television comedy, Burns and Allen. George Burns, who would later play God in the movie, “Oh God”, would say, “Say goodnight Gracie.” Gracie would say, “Good night Gracie.”

In real life, however, she was the genius of this comedy team. When she passed away, George was lost without her.

George knew where to find her papers if she should precede him in death. On top of the stack of papers was a note that said, “Dear George, Never place a period where God has placed a comma. Love, Gracie. 

This message is a love story that has been widely embraced by a wide variety of UCC members and churches across the nation with an overwhelming “yes.”  To it we have added, “God is still speaking. You can learn more about it by visiting www.stillspeaking.com. “This is who we are,” they say. “We are a people who believe that we are, have been and will continue to be a people who do not put a cap on God’s truth. God is still speaking.”

Our history is full of evidence of many actions that were controversial in their day, but in the rear view mirror of history have proved and continue to prove that we have been right on target.

· In 1700, the first North American religious voice against slavery

· In 1773, Old South was home to the ferment that became the Boston Tea Party

· In 1777, Patriots of the American cause smuggled the Liberty Bell up from Philadelphia, just ahead of the British Army and hid it under the floor of the Second Zion Reformed Church
· In 1785, the first to ordain an African American person to ministry in a predominantly white denomination

· In 1810, formed the first foreign mission agency in North America, the American Board Of Commissioners for Foreign Missions

· In 1839 we formed an interracial group that helped free the Amistad captives

· In 1853, the first to ordain a woman, Antoinette Brown to ministry

· We founded colleges like Harvard, Yale, Pacific School of Religion, UC Berkeley, Mills College as well as eight historically black colleges and universities such as Fisk, Talladega and Huston Tilotson

· 1943 Reinhold Niebuhr preaches a sermon that introduces to the world the now famous Serenity Prayer: "God, give us grace to accept with serenity the things that cannot be changed, courage to change the things that should be changed, and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other."

· In 1959, we challenged FCC ownership rules so that the airwaves would be regarded as public so that TV station owners could no longer deny people of color the right to time on the public airwaves – solely on the basis of race; this changed the face of television and many election campaigns for predominantly non-white communities across the nation

· In 1963, our General synod passed powerful civil rights resolutions

· In 1967, General Synod voted that social justice be considered along with security and yield in its investment of funds

· In 1972, the first to ordain an openly gay person, William R. Johnson to ministry. That happened right here in the Northern California Nevada Conference.

· In 1973, The UCC General Synod becomes impassioned about the plight of farm workers and charters a plane to fly delegates to Coachella Valley as a public witness in support of Cesar Chavez

· In 2002, The UCC announced a boycott of the city of Cincinnati because of the mistreatment of people of color and gay and lesbian persons
Each of these actions was controversial at the time. In a recent speech, John Thomas, our General Minister and President, read a quote from Antoinette Brown about her controversial ordination in 1853 in which she said, “People have stopped laughing, and are starting to get mad.”  But  . . . “Never place a period where God has placed a comma, God is still speaking” . . . 

Through the work of our forebears, in the United Church of Christ, we have proclaimed that God calls the church to stand on holy ground, be open to the voice of the still-speaking God and then to go and transform the world. It calls the church to seek for and find the relevant God speaking in relevant ways to the meaningful issues of our day. 

The history of the Christian church is in many ways the struggle of the living, moving, dancing and dangerous God against our well-meaning Christian intentions; it is often easier and safer to “put God in a plastic bag and turn the bag upside down.” With it goes life, joy and the real power to transform.

Martin Luther King understood this. Although we associate Dr. King’s “I have a Dream” Speech with the March on Washington, it was often one of King’s stump speeches long before the March on Washington. King gave this speech through discouraging days. When I was a kid, perhaps sixty percent or more of the African American middle-class rejected King’s vision and process. King dragged us kicking and screaming while many Americans, Black and White said things like . . . “He’s a trouble maker;”  “We’re making progress, King is only rocking the boat;” “I don’t believe God has anything to do with his message” . . . until King was assassinated.

 After King’s death, everyone claims to have been on his side. If everyone who says they were at the March on Washington had been there, instead of the quarter million people actually present there would have been a million people there.

Like Moses, like John Robinson, King could not go over into the Promised Land, but King gave us instructions to help us get there – long before we could fully understand the instructions.

II.

Times like these at Asilomar are opportunities for us to establish a relationship with God that is intimate and “hot”. The great evangelical preacher, the Rev. A.W. Toeser, said, “Lukewarm religion is like a lukewarm kiss. Who needs it?” 

Hear these words from the gospel in this dialogue between Jesus and Peter:

"Who do you say that I am?" Simon Peter answered, "You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God." And Jesus answered him, "Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah! For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but the Creator in heaven.  And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not prevail against it. I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven. 

In all the times I have read this passage, this is the first time I have noticed that he calls Peter, Son of Jonah. Although Peter’s dad is likely to have been named Jonah, I believe Jesus’ use of this name may have a larger significance here. You remember the story of Jonah. Jonah did not want to go to Nineveh and preach God’s call to repentance and salvation. He went grudgingly and pouted after the people of Nineveh repented and avoided destruction.

Jonah did not understand this God of all people who would be what the future demands, a God who seeks to reconcile the world to bringing all people from alienation and into relationship. 

The book of Jonah ends with God first causing a bush to grow up over Jonah and then causing it to wither. Then God says to Jonah, “Is it right for you to be angry about the bush?” And Jonah said, “Yes, angry enough to die.” The Lord said, “You are concerned about the bush for which you did not labor and which you did not grow; it came into being at night and perished in a night. And should I not be concerned about Nineveh, that great city, in which there are more than a hundred and twenty thousand persons who do not know their right hand from their left, and also many animals?”

Although the arch of God’s Will bends toward compassion, Jonah lacked passion and focus in this way. Likewise, we in the church today must be passionate about finding ways to end areas of alienation from God in our own lives while actively pointing the way to others all around us who desperately want to do the same. It is living in the risk of seeking out and providing remedy in our own lives and for those around us that the church “prevails” – prevails in reconciling real people to God and to abundant life.

You may have read a series of recent articles that say the mainline church is in decline because of its liberal or progressive theology. In truth, the data does not justify this statement. The writers had to advance their own theory to reach that conclusion. Allow me to advance another. 

It is not whether or not the community is progressive or conservative. In truth, both can grow. The presence of the following three active ingredients can make all the difference: 

1. Members who see their congregation as a place that is safe for all – a place where God’s extravagant welcome and radical embrace is modeled;

2. There is passion among members to tell people about what’s happening at their church the way they tell people about their new iMac, Mini Cooper, or putter;

3. There is a restless preoccupation with "continuous improvement" in its methods and tactics to proclaims its welcome to people on the outside of the church; the people on the outside are at the center of its focus.

On the progressive side, for example, many congregations in the United Church of Christ have studied and voted to become Open and Affirming (ONA) to all persons without regard to sexual orientation. The percentage of growing ONA churches is about the same as the percent of growing evangelical churches. People of all types are drawn to places where everyone is welcome and the people are enthusiastic about being there. Many of their members are so enthusiastic that they cannot resist actively pointing the way to others sharing the good news that they have found a path to deeper relationship with the Divine One and to more abundant living. Interestingly enough, many ONA churches and Evangelical churches have this in common.

III.

We must work together. There is a familiar story told about a person getting a tour of hell. The elevator door opens at hell and the visitor looks out, seeing a table lavishly spread, but with eating utensils that are three feet long. Around the table, the people are emaciated and starving because they are unable to use these long utensils to feed themselves.

The visitor then asks for a tour of heaven. When the elevator door opens, the visitor sees a table that is prepared the same, but in heaven, the people looked healthy and happy. What is the difference? In heaven, the people learned to feed each other.

This is what branding is all about, people working together to feed each other. When we use our common signs and symbols, we feed our collective identity needs and "lift all boats" together. Because we all look different, without a yearbook in hand, a seeker could set out to find a UCC church and be unable to find one.

I invite you to join the exciting ‘God is still speaking’ movement that is spreading among us. I invite you to make the ‘God is still speaking’ brand your own. Use the logo on your business cards, everything that you print at your church and on the signs out front. Put a huge, vertical God is still speaking banner out front of your church. Many seekers and transplants will see the logo and banner as identifiable signs of a safe pasture, openness and intellectual freedom, a safe place where diverse people can pursue a relationship with God, just as they are. If we do this, over time we will not have to wonder why people do not know who we are. They will know because we will have made the concerted effort to tell them with our signs, symbols and substance.

Each time we miss the opportunity to use our logo and symbols, we pursue independent development, and it costs us money. This is not an “I like it” or “I don’t like it” issue. The cost of individual churches creating a separate identity is costly. If corporations like Microsoft, Verizon and UPS cannot afford to this, how can we? I invite you to consider our roles as stewards of our identity. 

Our conservative brothers and sisters are reacting to our brand already. I hear that Pat Robertson mentioned it on his show recently. Their counter campaign says, “Never place a comma where God has placed a period. God has spoken.” This is a good thing. It helps us create distinction and helps us answer those who say we do not have a theology.

The slogan, “God is still speaking” is a bold statement that affirms a distinct theological perspective. It challenges us all as members of this great denomination to continue the work of our many and varied ancestors, to be the people of a God who will be what the future demands.

Hear the words of an old hymn by James Russell Lowell. The language is somewhat dated, but I think they are powerful:

Once to every one and nation, 
comes the moment to decide,
in the strife of truth with falsehood, 
for the good or evil side;
some great cause, some great decision, 
offering each the bloom or blight,
and the choice goes by forever, 
'twixt that darkness and that light.

By the light of burning martyrs, 
Christ, thy bleeding feet we track,
toiling up new Calvaries ever 
with the cross that turns not back;
new occasions teach new duties, 
ancient values test our youth;
they must upward still and onward, 
who would keep abreast of truth.

Though the cause of evil prosper, 
yet the truth alone is strong;
though her portion be the scaffold, 
and upon the throne be wrong;
yet that scaffold sways the future, 
and behind the dim unknown,
standeth God within the shadow, 
keeping watch above God’s own.

We are called to be witnesses of the still-speaking God who knows the things we do not know. The ideals of many of our forebears who came to this continent and who moved west, were greater than these Pilgrims and travelers. These ideals have grown, matured and expanded beyond their initial ideals of freedom. Their descendants in the United Church of Christ proclaim a new freedom -- one that includes many subsequent pilgrims – both voluntary and involuntary . . . and God is still speaking. It is a message that is just right for today. Let us proclaim it.

God is still speaking.

In the midst of joy and sorry, broken relationships and new relationships, grief and war, God is still speaking to you and to me. The Kingdom of the still-speaking God dwells among us. When we gather to hear the word of God proclaimed, to share at Christ’s table or to baptize our children and others into the faith, let us receive the word and the sacraments as though they come from Christ himself. 

When I receive communion I visualize the presence of the still-speaking God, standing and surrounded by our ancestors, the ancestors of this great church and our children yet to be. At Christ's table, we receive power to, in the words of Eleanor Roosevelt, “do what we think we cannot do.” It is there that the still-speaking God meets us and gives exactly what we need.  

It is there that our ancestors and descendants yet to be encourage us to speak with new authority. 

It is there we can transform the world, our relationships, ourselves – not as we see, but as God sees, a God who will be what the future demands. 

Amen.

